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ON  TAKING  YES  FOR  AN  ANSWER 

"Recognizing  Peter's  voioe3   in  her  joy  Rhoda 
did  not  open  the  gate  but  ran  in  and  told 
that  Peter  was  standing  at  the  gate.      They 
said  to  her3    'You  are  mad.  '"  Acts  12:14-15a 

(Read  Acts  12:1-16) 


I  beg  of  you  not  to  let  the  solemnity  of  worship 
or  the  relatively  dignified  cadences  of  the  Revised 
Standard  Version  keep  you  from  enjoying  the  humor  in 
this  slice  of  life  from  the  Acts  of  the  Apostles. 

Build  the  scene  in  your  mind.   A  modest  house  in 
Jerusalem  shared  by  John  Mark  and  his  mother .   In  a 
room  too  small  for  their  numbers  a  band  of  Christians 
is  engaging  in  fervent  prayer  for  Peter  who  had  been 
thrown  into  jail  unjustly  by  Herod.   Outside,  real  as 
life,  banging  away  at  the  door,  stands  Peter  -  freshly 
sprung  from  prison,  trying  to  get  in. 

The  question  that  this  all  too  human  narrative 
raises  for  believers  in  every  generation  is  this: 
"Would  we  know  a  yes  answer  to  our  prayers  when  we 
saw  one?"   Three  years  ago  I  preached  a  sermon  from 
this  pulpit  on  the  subject  "Times  When  Not  to  Pray." 
The  points  were  three  in  number:  We  shouldn't  pray 
when  we  ought  to  act.   We  shouldn't  pray  when  we  ought 
to  repent.   We  shouldn't  pray  when  we  ought  to  make 
up  with  someone  from  whom  we  are  estranged.   Today  I 
add  a  fourth:  There  is  no  need  to  go  on  praying  when 
what  we  have  prayed  for  is  already  being  granted. 


One  has  the  impression  that  prayer  is  a  neglected 
art  in  our  world  today.   If  the  truth  were  known  it 
would  probably  show  that  many  Christians  suffer  a 
troubled  conscience  over  neglected  prayer.   Our  lives 
are  crowded  day  by  day  with  round-the-clock  activities 


As  one  wag  put  it,  "My  life  isn't  one  darn  thing  after 
another,  it's  one  darn  thing  all  the  time."  What's 
more,  many  of  the  needs  that  weigh  us  down  seem  more 
likely  to  be  met  by  applied  science  than  applied  prayer. 

I'm  not  sure  that  any  Christians  anywhere  prayed 
as  faithfully  as  they  might  have.   Even  those  Christians 
who  lived  closest,  chronologically,  to  the  death  and 
resurrection  of  Jesus. 

It  usually  takes  a  crisis  of  sweeping  scope  to 
drive  us  to  our  knees.   Those  believers  in  the  mother 
church  of  all  Christendom  in  Jerusalem  had  such  a  cri- 
sis.  Peter,  one  of  the  two  most  eminent  leaders  that 
the  church  had,  had  been  made  a  political  prisoner  by 
the  unscrupulous  Herod  Agrippa  I,  grandson  of  Herod 
the  Great. 

James ,  the  son  of  Zebedee ,  had  already  been  done 
away  with  and  Peter  was  next.   Hence  they  prayed.   It 
was  their  fervent  desire  and  deepest  longing  to  see 
their  leader  freed.   The  record  puts  it  this  way:  "So 
Peter  was  kept  in  prison;  but  earnest  prayer  for  him 
was  made  to  God  by  the  church."   (Acts  12:5) 

The  surprising  turn  comes  at  the  point  where 
Peter,  having  been  delivered  by  an  act  of  God,  cannot 
gain  entrance  to  the  house  where  prayer  is  being  made 
for  him!   The  maid  Rhoda  comes  to  the  door,  recognizes 
Peter's  voice,  but  is  so  over- joyed  that  she  does  not 
open.   She  rushes  inside  and  declares  that  Peter  is 
back.   They  tell  her  she  is  mad.   Rhoda  insists.   They 
allow  as  how  she  might  have  seen  his  angel  -  that  is, 
his  spirit  or  his  ghost. 

All  the  while  Peter  stands  outside  knocking  at 
the  gate.   Years  earlier  he  probably  would  have  hurled 
a  few  choice  epithets  and  crashed  the  gate.   Now  he 
stands  there  waiting.   At  last  they  opened  up,  saw  him, 
and  were  amazed. 

Let  us  not  say  of  those  Christians  that  they 
prayed  but  did  not  believe.   Always  our  faith  is  a 
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mixture  of  trust  and  reservation.   It  belongs  to  all  of 
us,  ministers  and  laymen  alike,  to  cry,  "Lord,  we  be- 
lieve, help  thou  our  unbelief." 

They  just  hadn ' t  expected  God  to  answer  that  soon 
or  in  that  way.   They  prayed  for  the  deliverance  of 
Peter,  but  that  it  should  be  effected  in  such  a  manner, 
was  not  expected  by  them,  and  seemed  to  be  incredible. 

Perhaps  they  thought  that  if  they  prayed  ardently 
enough  Herod's  heart  would  be  changed  by  God.   Or,  that 
if  they  prayed  hard  enough,  someone  with  political 
influence  would  surface  who  would  work  behind  the 
scenes  to  see  that  Peter  was  freed.   They  did  not  dream 
of  a  direct  action  by  which  the  chains  would  fall  from 
his  hands  and  he  would  escape.   Whatever  the  explanation 
the  fact  of  the  matter  is  that  they  did  not  recognize 
an  answered  prayer  when  it  stared  them  in  the  face! 


Can  it  be  that  we  suffer  from  a  similar  limita- 
tion?  It  may  very  well  be  the  case  that  God  is  answer- 
ing "yes"  to  some  of  our  deepest  prayers  and  yearnings 
without  our  knowing  it.   I  take  it  that  we  all  pray 
for  our  children.   However  we  do  it  and  with  whatever 
words,  when  we  pray  for  our  children  we  ask  God's  help 
that  they  may  grow  up  to  be  free,  useful  and  responsi- 
ble.  This  a  longing  known  to  parents  everywhere. 

As  we  pray  for  our  children ,  we  look  out  upon  a 
world  in  which  young  people  are  raising  hell.   We  need 
walk  only  a  few  blocks  from  this  church  to  be  in  the 
thick  of  a  fuss  that  our  young  have  stirred  up.   The 
impulse  is  to  conclude  either  that  God  is  answering 
"no,"  or  that  He  isn't  answering  at  all. 

I  suggest  that  the  protesting  spirit  so  charac- 
teristic of  today's  young  people  may  be  God's  "yes" 
to  our  prayers.   Surely  when  we  pray  for  our  children 
we  do  not  ask  God  to  make  them  junior  copies  of  our- 
selves.  God  forbid!   William  Ellery  Channing  said 
one  time,  "The  hope  of  the  world  is  that  parents  cannot 
make  their  children  all  they  wish." 
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Back  in  patriarchal  days  Joshua  could  say,  "As 
for  me  and  my  house,  we  will  serve  the  Lord."  (Josh. 
24:15)   Today  no  man  can  deliver  any  more  than  himself. 
He  can't  deliver  his  wife  because  she  has  been  libera- 
ted.  He  can't  deliver  his  children  because  they  have 
rebelled.   He  can  only  say,  "as  for  me."  And  this 
may  be  a  mercy. 

It  is  all  to  the  good ,  is  it  not ,  when  our  young- 
sters rise  up  to  resist  a  war  in  which  they  may  have 
to  fight  but  which  they  cannot  justify.   A  war  that 
many  of  the  not-so-young  have  come  gradually  to  ac- 
cept.  It  may  be  a  "yes"  answer  to  our  prayers  when 
they  expose  the  hypocrisy  at  work  when  we  condemn 
drugs  while  continuing  to  imbibe  alcohol.   It  may  be 
very  much  a  "yes"  answer  to  our  prayers  when  they 
refuse  to  be  drawn  into  the  vortex  of  General  Motors , 
or  some  other  large  corporation,  to  live  the  expense 
account  life  and  be  oriented  toward  status  and  securi- 
ty.  It  may  be  that  in  all  of  this  God  is  saying  "yes" 
and  giving  our  children  back  to  us  free,  responsible, 
and  productive. 

We  pray  for  our  country,  and  we  ought  to.   It  is 
not  "square"  to  pray  for  one's  country,  it  is  right. 
We  are  exhorted  in  many  places  in  the  Scriptures  to 
pray  for  those  who  have  power  over  us.   Whether  we 
consider  ourselves  left,  right  or  center  politically, 
when  we  ask  God  to  bless  America  we  have  in  mind  a 
nation  that  is  strong  and  united.   But  when  we  rise 
from  our  knees  and  look  around  us  we  see  every  one  of 
our  major  institutions  under  relentless  interrogation  - 
business,  universities,  the  church,  government.  Almost 
daily  our  newspapers  bare  previously  hidden  faults  of 
men  and  women  in  high  places.   Vigilant  columnists 
need  not  fear  a  shortage  of  material.   Explosions 
large  and  small  break  out  in  likely  and  unlikely  places 
as  injustices  long  repressed  refuse  any  longer  to  be 
contained. 

Again,  this  may  be  God  saying  "yes"  to  our  prayers, 
What  is  America's  strength  if  it  is  not  the  strength 
of  righteousness?   Our  present  unrest  may  be  all  to 
the  good.   In  retrospect  one  can  see  a  process  at  work. 
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A  cardinal  social  issue  is  isolated.   Confrontation 
takes  place  around  that  issue.   Changes  are  made, 
grudgingly  or  otherwise.   Finally,  reconciliation 
begins  to  happen.   Is  this  not  preferable  to  the  kind 
of  situation  that  prevails  in  many  countries  where 
what  is  wrong  is  not  voiced  but  swept  under  the  rug? 

Frederick  Sontag  in  his  book,  The  God  of  Evil 
says  "The  revolution  of  the  masses  destroys  cumber- 
some complexities  and  reduces  us  to  simplicities.  This 
may  be  the  only  situation  from  which  God  can  be  dis- 
covered again,  i.e.,  in  the  midst  of  the  rubble,  after 
the  riot,  when  our  energies  are  exhausted. "^ 

Finally,  let  us  notice  that  the  object  of  our 
prayers  is  frequently  the  church.   Though  our  prayers 
for  the  body  of  Christ  cover  a  variety  of  emphases ,  I 
think  it  fair  to  say  that  Christians  the  world  over 
want  the  church  of  Jesus  Christ,  wherever  it  is  found, 
to  be  an  instrument  of  God's  peace.   Yet,  when  we  turn 
from  our  prayers  and  look  upon  the  church  as  we  know 
it  -  north,  south,  east  or  west  -  we  see  a  body  that  is 
riddled  with  dissension  and  unrest.   Instead  of  the 
church  being  an  instrument  of  peace ,  it  seems  to  be  an 
institution  itself  in  need  of  peace. 

I  discovered  a  while  ago  that  there  is  a  branch 
of  engineering  called  "Noise  and  Vibration  Control 
Engineering."   The  church  could  do  with  a  few  men  and 
women  trained  in  such  engineering,  to  reduce  our  not- 
so-sanctified  noise  and  cut  down  on  our  not-so-holy 
vibrations. 

On  the  other  hand,  it  may  very  well  be  the  case 
that  what  is  going  on  in  the  church  today  is  God's 
"yes"  answer  to  our  prayers.   Can  it  be  that  much  of 
the  agony  that  all  of  us  have  experienced  to  some 
degree,  is  nothing  more  than  the  church  breaking  out 
of  its  captivity  to  the  prevailing  culture?  At  long 
last  we  are  beginning  to  side  with  the  oppressed  against 
established  power.   Finally  the  church  is  putting  hard 
questions  to  itself  and  to  the  social  order  that 
surrounds  it. 
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I  believe  with  many  of  my  colleagues  in  the  minis- 
try that  we  are  witnessing  a  numerical  shrinking  of 
the  church.   But,  with  them,  I  do  not  feel  that  this 
is  disastrous  or  necessarily  ominous.   During  the  Eisen- 
hower years  there  was  a  religious  boom  in  this  country, 
during  which  most  churches  in  the  land  were  made  to 
look  statistically  good.   We  paid  for  that  boom  by 
gaining  in  membership  thousands  of  people  who  were 
void  of  any  personal  allegiance  to  the  Lordship  of 
Jesus  Christ.   These  are  leaving  now,  because  the 
church  is  no  longer  serving  their  personal  and  nation- 
al interests.   The  result  is  a  leaner,  harder,  more 
serviceable  church.   It's  as  though  God  had  invoked 
the  Gideon  Strategy.   Gideon  went  out  to  overcome  the 
Midianites  with  32,000  but  was  told  by  God  that  he 
had  too  many.   His  ranks  were  reduced  to  10,000.   He 
was  told  again  that  he  had  too  many.   Finally  with  300 
and  the  power  of  God  on  his  side  the  Midianites  were 
taken. 

Things  are  not  as  bleak  as  they  look.   We  are  not 
a  God-abandoned  planet.   Our  prayers  and  deepest  long- 
ings are  indeed  being  answered  albeit  in  ways  and 
forms  that  we  had  not  expected. 

I  leave  you  with  the  question  raised  in  the  second 
stanza  in  one  of  faith's  great  hymns: 

"Praise  to  the  Lord,  who  o'er  all  things 
so  wondrously  reigneth, 
Shelters  thee  under  his  wings,  yea, 

so  gently  sustaineth! 
Hast  thou  not  seen  How  thy  desires 

e'er  have  been 
Granted  in  what  he  ordaineth?"3 
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